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ABSTRACT.—We observed male Dickeissels (Spi- 
zci americana) commonly feeding nestlings in Conser¬ 
vation Reserve Program (CRP) fields in 1997 in east- 
central Illinois. Male Dickcissels fed nestlings at six 
of the eight nests we observed, accounting for 37% of 
the total nest visits. Overall, females made significant¬ 
ly more nest visits than males. However, at the six 
male-assisted nests, the number of male and female 
nest visits did not differ significantly. Male Dickcissel 


1 Dept, of Biological Sciences, Eastern Illinois 
Univ., Charleston, IL 61920. 

2 Present address: Dept, of Natural Resources and 
Environmental Sciences, Univ. of Illinois, Urbana, IL 
61801. 

3 Corresponding author; E-mail: cfekb@eiu.edu 


feeding behavior may have been prompted by low 
food abundance. Males were not observed feeding 
nestlings in 1998, when overall nest success was high¬ 
er and nestling starvation was less than in 1997. Re¬ 
ceived 29 March 1999 , accepted 15 Sept. 1999. 


Nearly all male passerines feed their nest¬ 
lings (Kendeigh 1952, Verner and Willson 
1966, Silver et al. 1985). Among North Amer¬ 
ican species, only males of the Dickcissel 
(i Spizci americana) and the Boat-tailed Grackle 
(Quiscalus major) do not provide their nest¬ 
lings with food (Verner and Willson 1969). 
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We found reports from only two nests at 
which male Dickcissels fed nestlings (Purdie 
1878, Bellrose 1936). Purdie (1878) observed 
one male feeding nestlings in Massachusetts 
and Bellrose (1936) reported a rather ambig¬ 
uous sighting of two Dickcissels feeding nest¬ 
lings in northern Illinois during late August. 
No other study has documented significant 
male assistance in the Dickcissel (Gross 1921, 
Crabb 1923, Zimmerman 1966, Schartz and 
Zimmerman 1971, Fretwell 1977, Fink 1984). 
Nonetheless, we observed male Dickcissels 
commonly feeding nestlings at our study sites 
in east-central Illinois in 1997. The objective 
of our study was to determine the extent of 
this male assistance. 

STUDY AREA AND METHODS 

Our research was conducted from 26 June to 22 July 
1997 in Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) fields 
of Coles and Cumberland counties, Illinois. We located 
all Dickcissel nests and checked them every 2—3 days 
to determine their fate. One to four 60 min observa¬ 
tions were made at each Dickcissel nest containing 
nestlings with a 20X spotting scope from at least 50 
m away. Each time an adult Dickcissel was observed 
visiting a nest, we recorded the sex of the individual 
and whether the individual was carrying food. Prior to 
most nest visits, adult Dickcissels would perch near 
the nest for a few seconds enabling us to determine if 
the individual was carrying food. In these cases, in¬ 
dividuals were always seen carrying food to the nest. 
Males and females exhibited this behavior during 82% 
(61 of 74) and 56% (72 of 128) of the nest visits, 
respectively. In the absence of this perching behavior 
we frequently were unable to see individuals clearly 
enough to determine if they were carrying food. Given 
the strong evidence that food delivery nearly always 
accompanied nest visits, we included all nest visits in 
our analyses. Paired /-tests were used to compare the 
number of nesi visits by males and females (Wilkinson 
1997). 

RESULTS 

A total of 202 nest visits were observed at 
eight nests (Table 1). Male Dickcissels visited 
six of the eight nests (75%). accounting for 
37% (74) of the total nest visits. At the six 
male-assisted nests, males made 42% of the 
feeding trips. Overall, lemales made signifi¬ 
cantly more nest visits (128) than males (74: 
/ = 2.6. df = 7, P < 0.05). At male-assisted 
nests, males made as many nests visits as fe¬ 
males did (/ = 1.8, df = 5, P > 0.05). Prior 
to (and prompting) our data collection at these 


TABLE 1. Number of female and male nest visits 
for each of eight Dickcissel nests in east-central llli- 
nois. 
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Total 

128 

74 

37 

Male visited nests 

103 

74 

42 


eight nests, at least two other males were ob¬ 
served feeding their nestlings. 

DISCUSSION 

These results represent the first reported oc¬ 
currence of substantial male parental care in 
Dickcissels. Male Dickcissel assistance at the 
nest, though rare, may be an adaptive behavior 
that might emerge under specific environmen¬ 
tal conditions. The advantages of male paren¬ 
tal care are often significant (see Bart and Tor- 
nes 1989, Wolf et al. 1988. Dunn and Hannon 
1989). However, males may be more inclined 
to provide (additional) parental care during 
unfavorable environmental conditions when a 
significant increase in fitness can be obtained 
(Emlen and Oring 1977, Oring 1982). Several 
failed nests in our study area were attributed 
to starvation, implying that 1997 was a diffi¬ 
cult year in east-central Illinois for Dickcissels 
(E. K. Bollinger, unpubl. data) and other 
grassland birds (Davison 1998). We did not 
quantify food abundance in 1997. However, 
all eight Dickcissel nests found in the same 
fields in the following year (1998) success¬ 
fully fledged at least one nestling, but not a 
single male Dickcissel was observed visiting 
a nest (E. K. Bollinger, unpubl. data). In 1997, 
7 of 63 nestlings (11%, all nests combined) 
were found dead in the nest (probably as a 
result of starvation), whereas no nestlings 
were found dead in the nest in 1998 (26 nest¬ 
lings). These data further support the view 
that male parental care in many birds may be 
phenotypically plastic, present during certain 
years (Emlen and Oring 1977, Oring 1982) 
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but relatively unimportant and often absent 
when food resources are more abundant 
(Dunn and Hannon 1992). 

The occurrence of male parental care in 
Red-winged Blackbirds (Ageloius phoeniceus) 
is geographically variable (reviewed in Belet¬ 
sky and Orians 1990). Males consistently pro¬ 
vide their nestlings with food in some popu¬ 
lations but not in others (Beletsky and Orians 
1990). It is possible that parental care is geo¬ 
graphically variable in Dickcissels and addi¬ 
tional studies may reveal other populations 
with male assistance; however, this seems un¬ 
likely given that the Dickcissel has been stud¬ 
ied throughout its breeding range. In addition, 
our population of Dickcissels exhibited male 
parental care one year (1997) but not the next 
(1998), further supporting the hypothesis that 
male Dickcissels fed nestlings in 1997 to off¬ 
set limited food resources. 
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